Tampa Bay History
Volume 4

Issue 2

Article 6

12-1-1982

Pioneers In Palmdale, Glades County
Ralph Wadlow

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory

Recommended Citation
Wadlow, Ralph (1982) "Pioneers In Palmdale, Glades County," Tampa Bay History: Vol. 4 : Iss. 2 , Article 6.
Available at: https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol4/iss2/6

This Memoir is brought to you for free and open access by the Open Access Journals at Scholar Commons. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Tampa Bay History by an authorized editor of Scholar Commons. For more
information, please contact scholarcommons@usf.edu.

Wadlow: Pioneers In Palmdale, Glades County

PIONEERS IN PALMDALE, GLADES COUNTY
by Ralph Wadlow as told to Carroll Wadlow
Introduction by Beryl Bowden

Depression years meant hardship everywhere, but perhaps nowhere were the problems of
survival greater than in Glades County, Florida. Created in 1921, the county came into being as
Florida was riding the crest of the land boom with great enthusiasm. Its leaders envisioned a
half-dozen prosperous towns growing rapidly in the area with Moore Haven, the county seat, as
the hub of extensive farming activities. Many saw dreams turning into realities and truly nothing
seemed impossible.
However, that was in 1921. In 1922, rains flooded out farming for the entire year, and this
disaster was only the first of major setbacks which struck repeatedly at the new developing area
on the southwest shore of Lake Okeechobee. Fire swept through an entire block of frame
business buildings in the heart of Moore Haven. The land boom burst, replaced by depression,
and banks closed. Then in a final burst of fury, the September 1926 hurricane destroyed much of
what was left in the county seat town. About 200 residents were drowned when a wall of lake
water crashed over the weak levees. Many families moved from the area. Those who remained
set about the task of survival with determination, albeit with heavy hearts. Glades County had
indeed reached rock bottom, and the move upward was slow and painful.
It was a forlorn place when the Wadlow family arrived in 1932. Most people who had bought
Palmdale (and other Florida) lots and small farms during the boom never occupied them, or they
remained only for one crop year or so. Even in Moore Haven there were no paved highways or
streets, no bank, no new buildings. Although the debris had been cleared away after the storm, no
replacements had been erected. The primitive roads tended to isolate the area. There was a train
which came through southward in the morning and returned, northbound, in the afternoon. It
traveled to Clewiston, just south of the county line where a sugarmill, opened early that year,
was having severe financial problems. The handful of businessmen and farmers were struggling
on a week-to-week basis. Few taxes were being paid, and teacher salaries were doled out
piecemeal from borrowed funds. Although the depression was nationwide, Glades County bore
an almost insurmountable burden.
When the Wadlow family made the trek from the Indiana-Missouri area, they were desperate
for anything to improve the health of the mother, whose doctor had told her to move to a warmer
climate. The depression had closed down businesses where both the father and son worked, and
neither had a job. They decided Florida could be no worse, so they loaded their Essex four with
all the necessities it could accommodate and headed to Palmdale, where a relative had purchased,
but never seen, a tract of land. They settled on an uncleared, but incredibly beautiful spot on
Fisheating Creek and eked out a living from the impoverished economy.
They were pioneers dwelling among some native Florida “crackers” and some Seminoles.
They lived off the land and the waters of the creek until conditions improved. They had only
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their own muscles and a few hand tools to grub tree roots. Their ingenuity in providing the
necessities of life and in adapting to the new environment is detailed by Carroll Wadlow, Ralph’s
wife, who was intrigued by the bits and pieces of this early life and persuaded Ralph to recount
some of his experiences for others to read and enjoy. Ralph recalls the hardships with candor and
humor, savoring each incident as a cherished memory.
* * *
Mother, Dad, and I crossed the Edison Bridge at about two p.m. on December 16, 1932. From
Tampa to Fort Myers we had travelled the Tamiami Trail in the pouring rain.
“Look!” Mother pointed. “It says Thomas Edison Bridge, but hasn’t a single light.” Not even
the rain could dim the beauty of the street into which we turned. Stately royal palms lined both
sides in either direction. White picket fences
enclosed well kept lawns. Here was a red brick
mansion trimmed in marble, there a quaint white
church, even a large white hotel weatherboarded
and generously trimmed with gingerbread all over
its broad verandas. A little farther on we saw a
sign, “M. Flossie Hill Co., the Ladies’ Trading
Place.”
“Stop here,” my mother called from the back
seat, and she climbed out of the car. “We need an
umbrella.” But she was back almost instantly.
“They have no umbrellas: they say it never rains
in the winter!” The Boston Store was almost
across the street, and they provided us with an
umbrella.
We had parked in front of businesses the likes
of which we had never seen. The entire fronts
were open to the sidewalk, with folding doors
pushed all the way back on each side. There was a
Ralph Wadlow c 1934.
fruit stand, Schlossberg’s ten-cent store, Pixton
Schultz Drugstore, and apparently a land office.
All photographs herein courtesy of Ralph and Carroll
Wadlow.
Their proprietors had become interested in us by
now. Our Essex four sported an Indiana license
plate. Our folding cots, quilts, and tent were
stored in the back behind the spare tire. A wooden box on the running board held our cooking
utensils and food supplies, opening out into a sort of table or work counter.
James H. Ragsdale came toward us with hands extended, presenting himself as a real estate
broker and promising to show us excellent land to buy. We told him we already had twenty acres
on Fisheating Creek in Glades County, east of Palmdale, and hoped he could direct us toward it.
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My grandfather, William Ferdinand Weiss, of Springfield, Missouri, had offered us the use of
his land near Palmdale when my mother’s arthritis had flared, and her doctor advised that she
come to a warm climate. Both my father, Clyde V. Wadlow, and I had been laid off in the
depression crunch, so we all three decided to come down and starve together in the sun.
Thankfully, this turned out to be an overstatement, just barely. I was twenty-three years old.
Mr. Ragsdale started us east. We turned around and went out over Billy's Creek, leaving the
paving behind, and proceeded to LaBelle on a shell road, then by sand Road 27, until we finally
saw a few structures in the distance. Palmdale at last!
Old man Wagonner stood on his store porch. “No,” he said, “this is Citrus Center. It is too late
to make Palmdale tonight.” He opened the gate alongside his store and waved us into the Citrus
Center Camp Ground Trailer Park, which was just an open field. As we rolled through the gate I
heard a terrible noise and felt an awful jolt. I did not call attention to it then, and we went on in,
bedded down for the night as usual in our tent and on our cots.
As soon as Mother and Dad were asleep I took the flashlight and crawled under the car to find
that five of the six universal bolts had dropped off. Next morning, as soon as I could see, I got
out to look around for some replacements. There was Henry Randall's honey house just across
the road, and he sold me five bolts for twenty-five cents. As soon as they were in place, we were
ready to roll and headed for Palmdale Post Office where we picked up our mail forwarded from
our residence, Evansville, Indiana. One of the letters was from the Evansville bank where our
last $200 was on deposit; sadly, we found out it had closed. Dad had a five dollar bill and I had a
half dollar, which I got changed into two quarters so I could give each of my parents a Christmas
present.
The postmaster’s son-in-law offered to help us find Grandpa’s land so we could set up camp.
He led us to a spot so ethereally beautiful that we were speechless. Great live oaks and towering
palmettos were interspersed with many exotic trees, shrubs, and plants entirely new to us.
Spanish moss festooned the limbs and swung rhythmically in the breeze. The tree trunks were
dotted with small, tender, green plants and blossoms. The shoreline of the gleaming ebony-black
water was strewn with exquisite pale blossoms. Fish plopped on the surface of the creek and
turtles scuttled off of logs at our approach. Rabbits and cat squirrels darted here and there. A
great rookery surrounded us with egrets, herons, and curlews circling and chattering in every
direction. Birds echoed through the trees.
Christmas day, 1932, we walked in the woods. I shot a big turtle with my .22 and cut a cabbage
tree. It was not very good, as I did not know how to butcher it so it did not taste bitter. Bill
Laighton came along and gave us a head of fresh lettuce for our Christmas dinner, which pleased
my mother very much. I shot an old blue heron and parboiled it, but it was so tough and smelly
we could not eat it. Later that night I heard a ’possum rattling the frying pan where the fish had
been cooked. I shot him, giving the frying pan an extra pouring lip for all time. We ate the
’possum.
I built a stove. I got an oblong gas tank from an old junk car at the Palmdale dump, rolled a
Coca-Cola sign into a stove pipe, tied it with wire, and then cut a hole in the top of the tank for
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the pipe to stand in. I cut out the end of the tank and wired it back on for a door. Two Model T
running boards on stakes made a bench to stand it on.
One Sunday we had visitors. Joe Hogan and his woman came by and passed the time of day.
They mentioned that we were camping on the favorite fishing ground of the whole community,
and did we mind if the neighbors still came to the creek on picnics? We assured them it would be
fine with us. The following Sunday about eight or ten adults and the same number of kids came
in two Model T’s. Although they fished, they had also brought some food: sweet potatoes, cold
biscuits, grits, black-eyed peas, and some pork – the woods were full of hogs. They had pans and
grease, and Mother invited them to use our stove, which pleased the ladies. They liked that stove
pipe which they used to fry perch, black bass, catfish and bream. Mother had brought from
Indiana twelve quarts of blackberries she had canned. She dug out a jar of them and made
dumplings, dropping them into the “brier berries.” Everybody praised them. One lady offered to
trade a half gallon of cane syrup for a quart of them. We accepted the offer gladly, though we
were disappointed that it was not thicker molasses. Another lady paid us a quarter for a jar. The
postmaster traded sugar for some.
I built a 12’ x 16’ chickee. It had no floor or windows, but it was better than a 9’ tent. The men
at the road inspection block had made a chickee, and they showed us how. It took lots of fans,
poles, and feed-sack dishtowels to cover the windows. To keep out the hogs and ’possums, I
wove a door of cabbage stalks and wire. I bought scrap lumber at Hicora to make a table and
shelves. I got fifty-three board feet of lumber for 53. However, we did not yet qualify as
crackers. I did not know that the crackers just pried boards off of any empty house.
The game warden was almost a daily visitor and finally brought his family to visit. The
crackers constantly coming to fish found us quite a curiosity, just plopped down there and with
such queer sounding talk too. Their accents were no less peculiar to our ears.
J. W. Snell, who was married and had ten kids, owned a nice big home out on the edge of
town, among other property. After they moved into their former store near the Post Office, their
home fell into disrepair. He asked us if we would go live in it, and we accepted. We cleaned,
painted, and repaired the property, hoed out the little grove, and trimmed up the abandoned grass
and shrubbery. Everything responded to our care and the fertilizer we got from a neighboring
chicken farm.
There was a small garage open on one side with a blacksmith post drill and emery wheel. The
neighbors began to bring Model T’s, Model A’s, and trucks to be repaired. Tom Green had an
old broken blacksmith forge which he let us use if we could fix it. Frank Brady said he had no
need for his anvil. (I gave it to Lawrence Cutts in 1980.) We picked up coal spilled off the tender
along the railroad track. Brake rods often broke from vibration, and people had to go twenty
miles to get them repaired. Consequently, Dad went to smithing. We mended these ground
valves and tightened connecting rods. Our biggest job was a Fordson tractor that we worked on
for two days and earned $2.50. All the other jobs brought sweet potatoes, collard greens, syrup,
pork, cabbage, turnips, and occasionally a can of Prince Albert.
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The dipping vat for the eradication of cattle ticks was close by our house. Every other week all
the cattle and horses in the area had to be dipped. All the cowboys and neighbors came into our
yard for shade and water for man and beast. They soon began to bring their chisels, axes,
grubbing hoes, and plow points to be drawn, tempered, and sharpened. The railroad section
foreman brought a spike keg full of chisels to be worked over, giving us half of them for our
labor. They have lasted me, and some friends as well, until this day.
At the end of nine months, Pappy Snell said he wanted his place back. He was afraid we would
claim squatters’ rights, a thing we had not yet heard of.
In 1933, I began working for the Emergency Relief Program, cleaning out drainage ditches. I
worked three days per month for $5, and I had to furnish my own tools and transportation. I
worked three months, and in October, the Moore Haven officials asked me if I would run the
local office of the Florida Emergency Relief Association. They had heard that I had done relief
investigation in Indiana and social service work in Tulsa. The pay was $12 per week, quite a
promotion for me!
All the Glades County people were receiving $5 per month aid. President Roosevelt, through
the P.W.A., C.W.A., and N.R.A. raised the relief to $6 per month per family. About twenty
percent of the funds actually got to the people; the other eighty percent went for
“administration.” I worked four months. During that time we paved six miles west of Moore
Haven (now Road 27) with local labor. This original C.W.A. project cost the life of one man,
Oliver Howell, who was run over by a truck.
Avenue J in Moore Haven had only one block then. The 1926 hurricane had destroyed the
sidewalks along the shelled street there. With the relief labor, we dragged paving blocks behind
the fire truck from other parts of town to make a sidewalk in front of the stores. Many years later
the state road department paved the street and put in sidewalks. This pleased the people so much
that a street dance was organized on the new pavement. This was the beginning of the annual
Chalo-nitka festival.
The exotic trees which had lined the streets of the town were also destroyed in the 1926
hurricane. I asked the county for the use of a truck and gas to send men into Fisheating Creek
swamp to dig up young water oaks to replace the shade trees so sorely missed. The younger men
dug them, and the older men watered and cared for them with hoses hooked up to the yard
faucets along the route. This was the idea of Mrs. W. F. Simpson of the garden club. They are
beautiful spreading shade trees now, though those on one side were later sacrificed for sidewalks.
I also had a little private tree business. When I spotted nice little trees out in the woods while I
was working my bees, I would prune them and clean the brush away so that when I got an order
for one, I could deliver a pretty, well-shaped one for $1. Many of them still beautify the town.
Dad got a job as machinist for the U.S. Sugar Co. for $100 per month. We moved to a 160-acre
farm on the Glades-Highland County line and were to pay $100 per year if and when we made
that much on it. With two frosts and a freeze that winter we did not make it, but we managed to
stay on for another eighteen months.
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Raymond Wagner and Ralph c. 1933.

Ralph’s parents in their yard c. 1934.

Raymond Wagner, a friend of mine from Indiana, wrote to ask if he could come down and
work with us. The place had a mule and some plows, and we wrote Raymond to come on.
Mother asked him to bring us some decent flour, because she could get only the self-rising kind,
which she did not know anything about. It did not make good gravy; after all we were
Missourians. Raymond brought two fifty-pound sacks packed behind the driver’s seat of his
Model T. It did not make good gravy either because gas slopped out of the tank all over it. We
spread it out on a sheet of roofing tin to aerate it, so that when the neighbors began to smell
mother’s bread baking, she was in business at 10 per loaf (Store bread was 11).
We heard about a beautiful tract of hammock land that was tax delinquent and could be bought
for taxes. In fact, we had admired it since we first came to Palmdale. I had even said to my
mother jokingly, “I’ll buy you that some day.” This we did, sixteen acres of it anyway. We paid
$53.25 for it over a period of nine months, making payments of 25, 50, sometimes a dollar at a
time. We built a house there at Redbug Ridge, named by the railroad section workers and
highway laborers who rested in the shade and got covered with redbugs (chiggers).
The first thing we did was to clear a spot to plant a pineapple patch. John Dazey on the next
place to ours was too old to farm much, and he told us we could have all the slips we wanted if
we would clean out his patch. We worked three days, got a thousand slips, and put in a quarter
acre. We were ready to harvest our first crop when somebody came while we were away and did
it for us, not leaving us one. But they continued to bear fruit as long as we lived there, and I
could always sell them for 25 apiece.
We borrowed $25 from Raymond Wagner when he got back to Indiana and found a job. We
went to Hicora and bought two loads of scrap lumber for $10 per load from an old Negro who
had worked there all his life. Some of it was dressed and was less than six feet long; the rest was
rough and longer. This gave us enough to frame up one room and a lean-to, except for the roof.
We used cypress poles for rafters.
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Pineapples that eventually were dug and
cleared with a grubbing hoe.

Clearing away the tangle of a palmetto brier
and bay from the land Ralph bought.

The mill was shipping heart pine to Spain at that time. Its workers sawed off thin boards until
they came to the heart. We ripped down this rough stuff with a hand saw to about three inches
wide, to be used to sheathe the roof.
We cut all the cabbage fans, about a thousand, for a mile around. We tied them into bundles of
about twenty-five, as they were too slick to handle loose. We placed them in a big circle on the
ground, folding the edges under and pressing them out flat by holding them down with logs for
five to seven days. We put a shingle nail in the end of each stem, and nailed them in rows onto
the sheathing, beginning at the bottom. We covered the sides with the smaller, overlapping fans.
The floor was one-by-six tongue and groove, from twenty-four inches to thirty-six inches long,
with a joist wherever the ends came. We got six windows by hoeing sweet potatoes for the
Greens two days a week. We obtained two doors from an abandoned house. We lined the inside
with ripped-up cardboard boxes from the store. We tacked up a ceiling of cheesecloth from Sears
Roebuck to keep the bugs and snakes from falling down out of the fans. We made a table and
three chairs out of cypress poles and scrap boards. Somebody lost a chair in the road near us,
which gave us one for company. We had our folding cots from our trip down.
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Little thatch cabin off to one side of the
pineapple patch.

Clyde Wadlow, Frank Brady, and Ralph
Wadlow on a tractor borrowed from Tom
and Reason Green to break the land c. 1934.

Grandma got us a cast-iron cook stove from a foundry in Missouri and had it shipped. Mother
lost no time in catching onto the tricks of cracker cooking. She had to bake her biscuits with
rank, sow belly grease, but she would put green pepper slices between them to cover the flavor.
She tenderized tough beef and venison by wrapping it in papaya leaves. She canned guava shells
and juice in her emptied jars until we could get sugar to make jelly. When we found turtle eggs
she always made a cake. The fish house would give us black bass because it was illegal to sell
them at the time. She would roll the fillets in a clean sugar sack and drop them into boiling water
to cook, dropping some potatoes in the water at the same time. She made cakes, rolling them in
meal and frying them. They would keep in my pocket for my dinner for two days if I was not too
hungry.
The house and gardens were enlarged a little at a time. Frank Brady had an extra well on his
place, and he let us pull up the pipe and put it down at our place. Other neighbors brought us
banana plants, flowers, and shrubs. I transplanted orange and grapefruit trees from the woods.
Every morning I would get up and build the fire, put on the coffee, and go out and grub ten
palmetto roots before breakfast. I planted a garden with the avocado, mango, and papaya seeds
from the over-ripes at the store. Gradually, I framed up a gable roof of cypress poles to make the
kitchen cooler. We weathered several hurricanes in this little house. It would creak, groan, and
weave around, but never leaked.
Eventually, I got a cypress pole chicken house built. With a borrowed setting hen we raised
eleven hens and a rooster. Then we saved up eighteen eggs to set again which gave us eggs and
the roosters to eat. Tom Green had ordered 100 sexed, speckled, Sussex baby chicks at 17 each.
They were delayed in transit, and he refused them. The station master offered to sell the lot for
$6. Mother and I scratched up this amount, and we managed to raise fifty of them. Seven were
roosters, which we sold at $2 each. They were a heavy English meaty breed, the hens weighing
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Clyde Wadlow starts to tend the garden.

Homemade tractor, built in 1934 from a
Model T.

eight pounds apiece. The biddies looked like quail and grew up brown with gray spots, very
unusual for our parts, and we had an easy market. Some Pahokee people came every Sunday and
bought four dozen big brown eggs at 60 a dozen, when we could get only 25 or 30 at
Palmdale.
I planted Egyptian wheat and rice for chicken feed. In three years I had 300 hens, and there
was always a good market for hens, fryers, and eggs. I drove to Moore Haven twice a week with
my chickens, eggs, honey, and vegetables from my garden. I made the trip in my $10 Model T,
with no tag and no license. Mr. Gilbert came to my rescue and gave me the title to an old, junked
Model T. I cleared about $2 per day.
Each Sunday everybody got together in a couple of skeeter trucks and went to some pretty
place on Fisheating Creek to fish. We took such food as cabbages, potatoes, biscuits and syrup.
The fellows would kill rabbits, turkeys, ducks, squirrels, quail, and fish until we had enough for
the crowd. One man who worked at the coaling station on the railroad always brought the coffee
and hauled some of the people in his little truck. After we finished eating, we always divided up
everything that was left. That was the only good meal for some of the folks until the next
Sunday.
In May, before the summer rains set in, several families would get together to gather stove
wood before the woods got too wet. The men would cut standing light wood trees, each one
measuring with his own stick just the length his stove would take. Then we sawed and split it. I
would take a load back to a couple of houses and pick up the women and children with the food:
fish, chicken, eggs, biscuits, syrup, grits, potatoes, and any other vegetables in season. All were
deposited at a good picnic place near the water, and we enjoyed ourselves.
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This went on for several days at a time. Everybody chipped in a couple of gallons of gas and
got enough wood to last through the rainy season. There was also a lot of socializing at the
places where they raised cane and made syrup. These farmers usually furnished most of the food
for the workers. Everybody chewed cane, told lies, and boiled down the last batch for candy. The
processing of a crop of cane always required a little moonshine. The skimmer always put every
drop of the skimmings into a crock. After it was fermented, it was distilled. Everybody would
come by for a sample. I went by Henry Byrd Smith’s when he was catching it warm out of the
worm. I took one sip and had to reach up and hold the top of my head in place.
And the entertainment! At Bert Hadden’s house we would put the furniture out in the yard, get
fiddlers and guitar plunkers, and dance up a storm. Grandma Gilbert beat the fiddle strings with
“straws” of palmetto stems narrowed down. Viola Whidden blew the (French) harp. Joe Hogan
usually did the calling, and he knew many more than the three or four tunes the Palmdale people
could dance to. There was a wash pot full of coffee in the yard, and the ladies would bring cakes.
Of course there was a jug or two out in the bushes.
Our old swimming hole had filled up with sand after the WPA dug a drainage ditch out from
Palmdale. We chopped the cypress knees out of the bank and put in a little pump to wash out the
mud. A white sandy beach was left. We built a little dock and springboard made from an
abandoned bridge. Up in the oaks that spread out over the creek we attached long cables with
rings in the ends. You climbed the live oak, climbed out on the limb, and swung down over the
water. We tore down an abandoned house and barn and a couple of old county bridges to build a
pavilion with a picnic table and benches. We bought new flooring for a dance floor. When it was
finished we got two or three hogs out of the woods and barbecued them. The girls brought baked
beans, cakes and pies, and we had a dance to finance a roof for the pavilion. We passed the hat
and got enough to buy a bunch of second hand roofing and put it on.
The park was used daily through the summer. In my Chevy, I rounded up all the kids who
could not make it on their own, and Ginny Gaskins and I taught them all to swim. We convinced
them that only those who could swim would be allowed to ride the school bus to school in Moore
Haven in the fall. The only kid in the community who did not learn was Gary Haskew, who was
just too shy; he made up for it later, however. Everybody took soap and a wash rag to the creek.
The only bath tubs were those of the postmaster and the hotel.
However, my family did have a rainwater cistern, and even a hand wringer, but most of the
families would get together, several at a time, and go to the wash place on the creek in
somebody’s skeeter, with all the dirty clothes. Their washpot, clothes lines, scrub board, tubs,
and fish poles stayed there between times. The women would scrub while the men would fish, go
for wood, and tend the wash fire. Then the men would carry the washed clothes out into the
creek, scrub them up and down, and wring them for hanging on the lines. While they dried, the
kids were bathed, they went swimming and rested in the shade. Soon it was time to go home and
fry more fish. If you did not like fish, you soon acquired a taste for it.
Earl Summerall, Frank Jones, and I hunted frogs for market. Whole frogs brought 15 per
pound. Dressed, they sold for thirty-five cents; however, they had to be iced, and ice was 25 a
hundred pounds and was twenty miles away. So, we sold them whole. We would go out to the
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ponds and wade all night with sacks on our backs and a headlight each. Mother made me a vest
with a pocket on the back of it to hold my battery for my headlight attached to a rubber band
around my head. Sometimes we got thirty pounds in a night, sometimes forty. We sold them in
Lakeport. Some of the boys hunted on horseback over a larger territory and got a hundred
pounds a night.
Earl and I hunted frogs out of season when there were very few available. We built a cage and
put it half in the ditch where there was a little water. As we got frogs we also picked up
craw-dads to feed them on. We might get ten or fifteen pounds a night that time of year, and we
kept them penned up until we would get a hundred pounds or so. When we took them to
Lakeport to sell, all eyes bugged out at our catch.
While we were frogging we also hunted turtles, which were very easy to find in dry season. We
got about five cents a pound dressed meat, about two pounds to the turtle, and it helped buy gas,
or we ate them ourselves.
In the fall, the woods were full of raccoons feeding on acorns, persimmons, and craw-dads
along the edges of the ponds. We hunted them with the headlights too. Buyers would come to the
house and paid three dollars or so for the skins which I had stretched, dried, and tacked to the
woodshed all ready for them. There was also a market for live raccoons. Hunting clubs in
Georgia were paying three dollars each for any number to stock their preserves. I made a tool
with which I could reach for a raccoon and grab it by the neck without getting bitten.
On January 5, 1934, I was riding a bicycle up the road to get a setting of eggs. I met two trucks
loaded with bees. One of the drivers asked me if I could direct them from Palmdale to Lakeport
by back trails so they could put their bees out along the way. I told them they could not get those
big trucks through that way. They offered me a half dollar if I would go along and show them a
way. I led them around the hammocks right out through the woods. They thought they were lost
all the way. I learned bee keeping from them – W. S. Haynes and his son, Ross, from Dunedin.
Along the way a limb brushed the screens off the top hives and knocked two hives to the ground.
That is when I got initiated. I got home about 9 o’clock that night, unable to close my hands from
the stings.
We put out 500 hives on a fifty-five mile circuit in the woods. I would run the circuit about
twice a week for one dollar. The Haynes’ came about once a month, and I would help them. We
extracted the honey in a trailer right in the bee yards. We stayed in the woods a week at a time,
sleeping in a second trailer which they left down here.
The first season we had camped in the open in a hammock with a smudge fire of oak and cow
chips for the mosquitoes. By the next year, they had built the first house trailer I had ever seen. I
pulled it with my Model A pick-up, and they pulled the extracting trailer with their
ton-and-a-half on which they had put high wheels to get them through the water. The Haynes’
were excellent cabinet makers. In their house trailer they had screened windows, a kerosene
stove, a water storage tank, and two double built-in bunks. Drawers with partitions held the
crockery, groceries, and any other necessities. We took chickens and eggs and killed ducks,
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quail, and turkeys. They had seven bee yards. We went from one to the other until we had a full
load, which we took to Dunedin. Then we came back for more where we left off.
We were the first to use open-head steel drums for marketing honey. We first saw them used at
a bakery in Tampa. They held the shortening used for baking. On inquiry they told us they had
them by the hundred to sell at one dollar a piece. They are now used worldwide for shipping
honey wholesale.
We worked 300 hives that first year. We finished extracting on Thanksgiving day, producing
twenty tons of honey. I was still on one dollar per day. Honey sold for five cents per pound. They
bought some bees in Moore Haven for one dollar per box-hive. We transferred them to standard
equipment, building up to about 500 hives that year.
About 1937, Henry Randall offered me $1.50 per day to help him with his bees. So I worked
part time for him and part time with my own bees. The Haynes’ had given me four or five pieces
of old eight-frame equipment to catch my swarms in, so now I had about twenty-five or thirty
hives of my own. I was expanding everytime I could get a little lumber and/or another swarm.
During that period, Clarence Gorman took us to Lakeport to visit the Cow Creek Indians. They
lived in the wild woods near the Brighton reservation. They were very shy, only a few men
spoke any English. The women were not allowed to speak to white people at all. The older men
still wore their mid-calf shirts, and the younger men wore pants.
Their life was very simple. They had a few cattle and hogs in the woods, and they all had
planted gardens of beans, peas, tomatoes, corn, sweet potatoes, bananas and some citrus. They
gathered huckleberries to sell in Moore Haven. They harvested wild guavas and placed cratefuls
of them by the roadside to be picked up and hauled to the jelly factory at Palmetto. They cut
cabbage palms at 3 per tree for a factory in Jacksonville, which made the fiber into brooms and
brushes. In the spring they gathered the cabbage buds into bunches which they sold to a church
supply house for 3 a bunch to use in worship on Palm Sunday. This they still do, but not at that
price.
The Cow Creek Indians had lived for many years in very low land near Brighton called the
Cabbage Strands. Once in a while the United States Indian Agency would transport them to the
Big Cypress Reservation. The Agency did not know that although their dress, homes, and habits
were similar, the Cow Creeks were completely distinct from the Miccosuki. They would very
gradually and quietly walk back to the Cabbage Strands where they were born. Finally, about
1935, the Agency offered them a reservation of their own in the Cabbage Strands, and they
accepted it provided they could continue to live in their own kind of chickees and could have a
school for their children. The government furnished equipment for them to build roads to replace
the old sand trails.
Shortly after, a severe drought in the southwestern part of the United States was causing the
Navajo and Apache Indians to lose their cattle. The federal government bought up the remaining
cattle and shipped them by rail to the Brighton and Big Cypress reservations. They were sold to
the Indians individually on a lend-lease proposition. They were to pay back to the tribal herd the
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Ralph in 1937 with Seminole woman at Brighton Indian Reservation.

same number they got to begin with, plus a given number of head as interest. Under this program
the government established permanent pastures.
My job was to show them how to clear the land of the palmetto and myrtle and to plant seed or
sod of nutritious grasses. There was a government subsidy to finance the project. I employed
many Indians who became good friends and who would come to visit me at home. I learned a bit
of their language and they gave me an Indian name: Little Man-Who-Laughs.
At their first field day in 1936, they had a tug-of-war and other games taught to them by Indian
missionaries from Oklahoma, descendants of the Seminoles who walked the “Trail of Tears”
from Florida. I was a judge at many of the subsequent pow-wows, which I considered an honor.
There were foot races for the squaws with pots and pans as prizes. The men’s prizes were
cigarettes and baskets of groceries. There would be a baby show, stick ball games, a barbecue,
horse racing, and a huckleberry pie eating contest. Mother and I drove fifteen miles through
water knee-deep in the Model A to get to the first pow-wow.
Back at Palmdale there was a hotel facing the park. It was an oblong, two-story, white-board
building with vine-covered porches on two sides. Occasionally a few railroad men stayed there
and once in a while a teacher. It was run by the Ahlers. One day Mr. Ahler hankered for his
favorite dish, fried cabbage. Coming in from work on his chicken house at noon, he ate some of
it and died. We heard the news as we came through town, and stayed to help Mrs. Ahler.
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The neighbors prepared the body. They
weighted the eyelids shut, and wrung cloths out in
vinegar to cover the skin to keep it from
darkening. They sent to Cecil Parkinson’s in
Moore Haven for a coffin and the first whole suit
of clothes we had ever seen on Mr. Ahler. While
there they registered the death.
Burials were held at a big Indian mound at
Ortona, which was to become the county
cemetery. The sand was very loose. The hole
could not be dug until the body was ready to be
lowered; even then it often caved in and had to be
dug all over again. At any rate, the lightest men,
no more than two, of whom I was invariably one,
would carry the body from each end. They
approached from one end of the ditch, walking
through just far enough to lay down the burden
and quickly bury it to a depth of not more than
four feet. The grave had to be dug shallow so that
the water would not rise in it immediately and
quickly because of the sounds and smells of
decaying flesh.
I. E. Scott always attended the funerals. In
addition to his regular duties as tax assessor, he
kept the records of the location and identification
of the graves. He was the only one who would
wade through the sandspurs and brush in the
woods to tell you where to locate a certain grave.
The clerk of the circuit court and the county judge
usually attended, as well as the superintendent of
schools and county commissioner of the district
where the deceased lived.

Sam Huff, 1936. One of the older Indian men
who continued to wear the traditional long
shirt. At Brighton, he is chopping a pumpkin
to feed his pig.

Funerals were valuable political occasions, and the clerk usually brought a floral arrangement
from Mason’s Rose Garden in Moore Haven.
The great hurricane of 1926 had destroyed all the records and most of the landmarks, so the
county clerk had started all over again. Sometime later, they marked off streets in the cemetery
and shelled them well so they would show up clearly. Bert Hadden worked on this project, and
he told me they often would run into some grave sign right in their path. He said one old rotten
board coffin had long hair growing right out of the cracks.
The 1940s brought the Second World War. I was drafted six times, but never could make the
minimum weight, although I had a commission waiting for me. I was hired by the Agricultural
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Adjustment Administration, one of the first federal farm programs. It subsidized the
improvement of pastures, clearing and planting of pasture grasses, and digging water control
ditches. The supervisor out of Gainesville taught me mapping and survey work. I worked the fall
and winter months as a troubleshooter in the field of eight or ten counties, at one dollar per hour.
I continued this on a part-time basis for nearly ten years.
During this time, I also worked on the federal farm census. William Lamar Rose, of Punta
Gorda, came home wounded from the war in the South Pacific and got the job of supervising the
farm census of southwest Florida. He obtained space in the Hendry County Court House where I
was working, and talked me into covering Hendry County. There were very few people living in
those rural areas, but I took it because it gave me the sugar mill personnel at 25 per farm and 5
per person on the farm. There were some three hundred questions to be asked and recorded on
each form.
There was a prisoner-of-war camp at Liberty Point, one of the sugar mill plantations, populated
by 200 of Field Marshal Rommel’s Afrika Corps. They worked for the sugar company, so I got
permission from the commanding officer to get from the company’s roster their detailed records.
The prisoners were all male, white, and between the ages of twenty-three and twenty-seven.
There were bee keepers among them who built fancy, typically German hives in imaginative
shapes. They caught swarms and made honey. Passersby could see the hives near the entrance
gate. They were not placed there to deter visitors, as was rumored, but because camp space was
extremely limited. When the prisoners left, local bee keepers bought their colonies and converted
them to standard-type hives.
There were some good artists among the POWs. They would display their drawings for sale by
the road near where they worked in the fields. This gave them money for cigarettes, gum, candy,
razor blades, and soda pop at the canteen. They were paid very little by the sugar company. You
could tell the Germans were very lonely by the sad and eager way they waved from their work in
the fields. Local people contributed musical instruments with which they formed a very good
band and played concerts in Clewiston. Their baseball teams played local teams.
I still drove my ’39 Chevy. I had gas rationing stickers. I had to keep track of every trip I took
with my truck for wood, produce, honey, and bees. I heard a lot of complaining about my
privilege to buy so much gas. People ran out of gas at our place very often.
After the war, the 1950s rolled around; another kind of pioneering came along. The farmers
began to find out they had to have bees in their fields to get the quality of produce they needed
for a good profit. More and more I was hauling my bees farther and farther for pollination. I got
eight or ten dollars per hive which I rented per crop. Finally, encouraged by the Immokalee
farmers, I began looking for a better home and a more convenient location.
All my life my ambition had been to give my parents a good home of their own. When I
bought the old Yeoman’s homestead just adjacent to the town of Immokalee, this was to be
realized. We moved December 16, 1957, the day before the twenty-fifth anniversary of our
arrival in Glades County. My folks were getting along in years, and my mother, Carolyn A.
Wadlow, at age eighty-two died on May 11, 1964. My father continued to work at the sugar mill
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until he was seventy-eight years of age. He died August 16, 1967 at the age of eighty-eight. They
both lie near our many friends in the Ortona cemetery, where I expect to be reunited with them.
With the death of my parents, the home that had once seemed so ideal to me no longer attracted
my interest. I soon took up another form of pioneering. In 1969, I got married and moved to Fort
Myers.
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